Unlike its counterparts in France, Germany, and Britain, nineteenth-century physiology in Russia has attracted little attention from Western historians. Thanks to the pioneering studies of Daniel P. Todes, the life and works of Russia's most famous physiological laboratory of the Nobel Prize winner Ivan Pavlov have been explored in detail. That laboratory, however, did not emerge like Athena from the head of Zeus: it built upon and continued a tradition of experimental physiological research, which had begun after Russia's catastrophic defeat in the Crimean War of 1853--5 as part of far-reaching reforms in all walks of the country's life. Galina Kichigina's *The Imperial Laboratory* sets out to document the emergence and development of this tradition. The book examines the disciplinary development of Russian physiology, focusing on the rise of the laboratory as the preferred site of medical research and education at the country's premier medical school -- the Military--Surgical Academy in St Petersburg.

*The Imperial Laboratory* is built around a 'collective biography' of five Russian chemists and physicians -- Alexander P. Borodin, Sergei P. Botkin, Elie de Cyon, Ivan M. Sechenov, and Nikolai N. Zinin -- who, in their capacity as professors, initiated laboratory research and instruction at the Academy. Kichigina suggests that the introduction of the laboratory to Russia was the result of a wholesale 'import' of the German laboratory, ranging from its instruments and research foci, to its pedagogical techniques and social dynamics, by the five protagonists. Borodin, Botkin, Cyon, Sechenov, and Zinin themselves had learned of the advantages of the laboratory during their postgraduate studies under the supervision of the founders of 'experimental medicine' and 'physical--chemical physiology', including Justus von Liebig, Emil du Bois-Reymond, Carl Ludwig, and Rudolf Virchow. Accordingly, the book's first part details the rise of the German physiological laboratory during the 1840s--50s and documents the protagonists' experiences in Berlin, Heidelberg, Vienna, and Leipzig. Surprisingly, one of the five leading protagonists, Cyon, does not appear in this part.

The book's second and longest part depicts the drastic reforms that the Military--Surgical Academy underwent in the aftermath of the Crimean War, demonstrating the commitment of the Academy's administration to emulating the advances of Western medical research and education. Kichigina exemplifies the extent and content of the reforms by tracing the careers of the five protagonists, detailing their individual contributions to, and innovations in the development of laboratory research and teaching under the Academy's auspices during the 1860s and 1870s.

The book's last and the shortest part is devoted in its entirety to the career of Sechenov after he left the Military--Surgical Academy in 1870. Its six very brief (six--eight pages long each) chapters chronicle Sechenov's appointments to professorial positions at, first, Novorossiisk, then St Petersburg, and finally, Moscow universities, and describe the particular lines of research he pursued at the time.

Historians of science and medicine will find in Kichigina's volume a gold mine of previously unexplored materials on the history of the Military--Surgical Academy, nineteenth-century Russian physiology, and its five leading protagonists. They will likely delight in numerous anecdotes and interesting vignettes, for example, Borodin's dual career as a chemist and a composer, scattered throughout the book. But, familiar with the sophisticated disciplinary histories of physiology in other European settings, as well as the extensive literature on the transnational transfer of scientific ideas, methods, and institutions, they will be disappointed by the lack of a clear analytical focus. This void is already evident in the six-page introduction, the uneven and asymmetrical distribution of the material among the book's three parts, and the complete absence of conclusions. One hopes that *The Imperial Laboratory* will inspire numerous follow-up studies that will supplement the rich depiction of the early history of Russian physiology with an equally rich analysis.
